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THE BELL OF A FLORIDA SPANISH MISSION

1

In the museum of the Florida Historical Society, at
7 West Forsyth Street, Jacksonville, there is an old
bell of Spanish origin which is one of the very few
existing relics of the missions established by the Roman Catholic church in colonial days throughout the
territory now embraced by the State of Florida. The
bell was cast of an alloy of tin, copper, and silver; it
is eighteen inches in height, measures four feet around
the base, and bears the inscription SANTA MARIA ORA
PROBONIS, with the date ANO 1758, and a raised cross
composed of twenty-four eight-pointed stars. It is a
remarkably well-preserved specimen of Spanish workmanship.
The bell was found near Madison, Florida, about
1840, and was secured in 1906 by Governor Francis P.
Fleming, then president of the Florida Historical Society, through Judge E. J. Vann, of Madison. The
following letters tell of its discovery.
2
Taylor Co. Fla. 11-12-1906
The
old
Spanish
Bell
was given to me by my
. . . . . . . .
Father Mr. T. J. Cobb. Judge Vann was an old friend of my
Father’s and I let him keep the bell for me. Now in reply to
the offer you make me I will except same on the account that
you want it for the Florida Historical Society and that by
selling it to the Society it will be preserved for generations to
come. . . . .
History of the bell as was told to me by my old and greatly
esteemed friend Judge Perry, of Madison Co. He was a great
surveyor and spent much of his life surveying for the government. As was related to me by my friend-In and about the
year 1840 a man by the name of Bell was fishing in a Pond
and was wadeing and came in contact with this bell - he stumbled over it and stoped and found that it was a bell - so I was
1
2

Descriptions of other relics will appear in future issues.
These letters are in the files of the Society.
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told a few years after that the clapper was dug out of a mound
in Gee Hammock not a great ways from where the bell was
found.
(signed) J. W. Cobb, Perry, Taylor Co. Fla.
2

Madison, Florida, Aug. 20, 1925.
. . . . . . . . Judge Vann thought the bell a prize and so did
Gov. Fleming. It was found in a lake near Madison and was
in Judge Vann’s office for several years. The last time I saw
Gov. Fleming he was en route to the R. R. station & sitting in
an old hack & he had that old bell between his knees as if fearful that some calamity would happen to his treasure if he took
his hands away from its support. . . . .
(signed) Mrs. E. J. Vann.

The discovery of this bell within the territory
lying east of the Apalachicola River and west of the
Suwannee places it in the Apalache country which,
records show, was inhabited by a tribe of Indians of
that name as early as 1612. Desirous of receiving
the same attention from the white invaders as had
been bestowed upon the neighboring tribes of Timucans and Yamasees, the Apalaches, in 1633, requested
that missionaries be sent them. Ready acquiescence
on the part of the Spanish church led to the establishment of numerous Catholic missions, some of which
William Roberts in his Account of the First Discovery
and Natural History of Florida (London, 1763) locates
thus :
Ocon is fifteen miles from St. Marks, and ten miles beyond
is Ayavalla fort; twenty four miles further is Machalla, and
eleven miles from that is San Matheo; both these are situated
on branches of the Rio Vasisa which is about eighty miles in
length and enters the Gulf of Mexico fifteen miles southeast
from St. Marks.

From this, and from the map of Florida drawn by
T. Jeffreys soon after its cession to Great Britain and
published in Roberts’s work, it would seem that the
Rio Vasisa was the Aucilla River, and the mission
of Machalla would fall within the bounds of Madison County, forty-nine miles by road from St. Marks.
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In 1635 middle Florida was pretty thoroughly
Christianized, 3 so thoroughly that over a century afterwards the remnant of the Apalache tribe preserved
something of the Catholic faith. In 1684 troubles began for these thriving missions ; the Yemassees invaded the territory and plundered and ravaged all
that fell in their path. In 1702 and 1703 there followed a series of inroads into the province of Florida
by Governor Moore of Carolina whose persistent attacks resulted in the laying waste of most of the
country. Fourteen hundred native Indians were carried to Georgia where they were sold as slaves at
Savannah. The final death-blow of the missions came
with the British occupation of Florida in 1763. Between the time of Governor Moore’s devastating excursions and that of the British regime attempts were
made with more or less success to reestablish the missions, and it was during this period that the old bell
now in the possession of the Florida Historical Society
found its way into the Apalachee country.
The glamour of romance surrounds it, for one can
visualize the kneeling ‘band of red men who at its
peals of invitation had come to pay homage to the
Great Spirit who knows no race or creed.
E MMA R O C H E L L E W I L L I A M S .
3

Shea, Catholic Church in Colonial Days, New York, 1886,
p. 163. At this time 5000 Apalache Indians had been baptized,
and the number of converts in Florida was estimated to be
26000.
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